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THE EUGENIC ASPECT OF SELECTIVE 
CONSCRIPTION 

By Dr. ROSWELL H. JOHNSON 

UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH 

THE future of a nation depends to a certain extent upon the 
relative quality of those who survive a war and those 
who perish. Coming generations are produced in larger part 
by the non-combatant males, since a certain fraction of the 
combatants never return, and of those who do return, some 
are so incapacitated as to prevent marriage and parenthood. 
It therefore behooves us to inquire whether the method of 
selecting the group for this high percentage of mortality is 
such that the individuals are on the average higher than the 
average of the remainder of the same age and sex, or that 
they are of average quality, or that they are inferior. It is 
because this tremendously important question, which means 
so much to the future of our race, seems to have been viewed 
wholly from the standpoint of military efficiency, and admin- 
istrative convenience, that it is desirable to consider here the 
neglected eugenic aspect. 

First we must compare the eugenic results of enlistment vs. 
selective conscription. Voluntary enlistment is a definitely 
selective process, no less selective because it is by the will of 
the individuals. The individuals who have the will to enlist 
differ in the long run from those who do not have the will to 
enlist. Furthermore, this will to enlist is associated in differ- 
ent wars with different qualities. In the Spanish War it is 
probable that the love of adventure played a larger part on the 
whole than in the Civil War or the Great War. When a country 
is not suffering invasion the enlistments are of a somewhat dif- 
ferent type of men from when it is. What is especially impor- 
tant for our purpose is a consideration of the extent to which 
idealism is effective. The more idealistic the aims of a war, the 
more important it is that selective conscription should replace 
enlistment early and completely. 

Conceding then the superiority of selective conscription, 
what should be the basis of selection, having reference both to 
military efficiency and to post-bellum results? 

Arbitrary limits of little selective importance should be 



16 THE SCIENTIFIC MONTHLY 

avoided, as the larger the range from which one may select, the 
more discriminating the possible selection. Thus the draft age 
limit should have been from 19 to 40 years from the outset of 
the Great War. The exemption of the married, however, so 
long as military exigencies permit, is desirable from a eugenic 
standpoint as well as from various social and military con- 
siderations. 

Exemptions on physical grounds are of course necessary for 
military reasons, but except for certain defects of no eugenic 
significance, should be kept as few as feasible, for such exemp- 
tions on the whole have a dysgenic effect by lowering the rela- 
tive mortality of the exempts, since their physical inferiority 
would be in some cases inherited to some degree. The exemp- 
tion of those suffering from diseases or defects which are cur- 
able without too great an expense or too long a period should 
be discontinued, and an attempt should be made to restore such 
cases in special restoration camps. Otherwise some inferior 
groups will contribute unduly to the next generation. 

But it is of course the mental (including the moral) at- 
tributes which are of major concern from the standpoint of 
post-bellum results. Necessarily there must be an exemption 
of the highly unsuitable or markedly mental defective since their 
uncertain conduct might endanger the lives of their associates. 
On the other hand, the exemption of the merely dull-minded 
who can be useful in digging, carrying and handling supplies 
under supervision would be a serious error by saving for sur- 
vival this group at the expense of their superiors. 

Second, where a type of service or a detail for a special pur- 
pose is especially hazardous, selection should be for the special 
qualities needed and should exclude those who are also highly 
superior in a wide range of qualities which are not needed. 
It is at this point that the current methods are most faulty. 
For instance, in the aviation service, the candidate, besides 
passing some necessary physical tests, must in general have 
been a college student. Mental tests for special qualities 
needed in aviation should be elaborated at once to supplant the 
present crude and socially and racially damaging method of 
selection. 

While selection for especially hazardous tasks by volunteer- 
ing can not be wholly abandoned, in general, the officers should 
select the men with reference to the particular quality needed 
for the particular assignment and should avoid choosing men 
who are far better for other assignments, but not better for 
the assignment in question. 
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Officers must necessarily, be a select group for reasons of 
military efficiency. For this same reason, the enemy wishes to 
eliminate them. Care should therefore be taken to conceal 
their identity when exposed to the enemy, and to limit such 
exposure in so far as military efficiency permits. Officers of 
no higher rank than necessary should be permitted to accom- 
pany small parties on extra hazardous details. 

The use of the present questionnaire for the selection of 
draftees is vastly superior to the far cruder method at first 
employed. Especially to be commended from the eugenic as 
well as the social standpoint is the placing of technical experts 
and important executives in late classes. 

Unfortunately in the stress of war needs there is a natural 
tendency to lose sight of ultimate results at the very time when 
such results are most seriously at stake. 
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